Mission-Driven Ventures: The Pivotal
Role of Veterans and Military Families in
the Social Enterprise Ecosystem

l. The Purpose Economy: An Introduction to Social
Enterprise

The Evolution of a Movement: From Philanthropy to Hybrid Models

The concept of social enterprise, while formally defined in the late 20th century, is rooted in
ancient and historical precedents that have long recognized the fusion of wealth with public
good. Examples can be found as far back as the 14th century with Mansa Musa, the ruler of
Mali, who amassed great wealth through trade and systematically reinvested his profits to
fund community-building initiatives like schools and libraries. His governance demonstrated a
fundamental principle: taking societal impact into account in business pursuits leads to
socioeconomic development.' In the 16th century, the Spanish scholar Juan Luis Vives
articulated in his essay

De Subventione Pauperum a shift in ideals, arguing that civil authorities bear the responsibility
for providing for the poor, marking the emergence of strategies to address social inequality.’
In the modern era, the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers, a consumer cooperative
formed in the UK in 1844, is often cited as a direct precursor to the modern social enterprise,
as its foundational principles are still used as a benchmark for contemporary cooperatives.’

The formal conceptualization of "Social Enterprise" emerged in the late 1970s, with pioneers
like Freer Spreckley in the UK introducing it as an alternative commercial model to traditional
private businesses, co-operatives, and public enterprises.” This new model was built on three
core values and two paradigm shifts. The values, now known as the "triple bottom line,"
required organizations to be financially viable, create social wealth, and operate in



environmentally responsible ways.? The paradigm shifts included a common ownership legal
structure with democratic governance, where each member or worker had an equal vote.?
Around the same time, Bill Drayton, the founder of Ashoka, coined the term "social enterprise
in the United States, promoting a change-making narrative and distinguishing social
enterprise as its own class of business." The work of Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus, who
utilized the term in his microfinance work, further popularized the concept of social enterprise
as a vehicle for empowering economically repressed communities.?

The rise of the social enterprise model can be understood not just as an ideological evolution
but as a pragmatic and necessary response to shifting economic and institutional landscapes.
Originally, non-profit organizations relied heavily on government and public philanthropic
support to fund their missions.? However, a confluence of factors in the late 20th century,
including an increase in non-profit operating costs, a decline in government and philanthropic
funding, and heightened competition within the charitable sector, compelled non-profits to
seek more sustainable revenue streams.? This led to a "marketization" of the non-profit sector,
with many organizations turning to profit-generating social change operations to ensure their
continued existence.? The result was the formation of a hybrid organization—the social
enterprise—which blends the mission-driven focus of a non-profit with the financial
independence of a commercial venture.? This evolution suggests that the social enterprise
model was born out of a profound need, representing a strategic adaptation to state and
market failures and a search for a more resilient and independent path to creating social
value.'

Beyond Profit: Redefining "Business as Usual”

The fundamental distinction between social enterprises and traditional businesses lies in their
core objectives and the metrics they use to measure success. While both seek to generate
profits, social enterprises operate with the primary goal of addressing a social or
environmental issue, often reinvesting profits back into their mission.® Traditional businesses,
on the other hand, are primarily driven by the objective of maximizing financial returns for
shareholders.® This difference in purpose creates a ripple effect that influences every aspect
of the organization's structure and strategy.

From an operational standpoint, a social enterprise’s mission is woven into its very fabric.® For
example, a social enterprise selling eco-friendly products would prioritize sustainable
sourcing and production methods, even if those practices are not the most cost-effective.
Conversely, a traditional business’s operational strategies are primarily guided by
cost-effectiveness and profit maximization, with social responsibility often relegated to



secondary Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives.

The approach to stakeholders also diverges significantly. Social enterprises prioritize a broad
range of stakeholders, including the communities they serve, their employees, and the
environment.® This is reflected in their success metrics, which go beyond financial
performance to include social impact, such as the number of individuals helped or the
reduction of a company's carbon footprint.® Traditional businesses, in contrast, have
historically maintained a primary focus on shareholders and the financial metrics that define
shareholder value.® The rise of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) criteria in the
financial sector has begun to blur these lines, with businesses of all kinds increasingly being
asked to consider their impact on society and the environment.* This trend suggests that the
purpose-driven approach pioneered by social enterprises is becoming a mainstream
expectation, positioning social enterprises as the vanguard of a new, more holistic approach
to business that values both profit and purpose.®

The following table provides a comparative framework of the key distinctions between these

two business models.

Feature

Social Enterprise

Traditional Business

Core Objective

To address a social or
environmental issue;
purpose-first

To generate profits for
shareholders; profit-first

Operational Strategy

Inherently tied to the social
mission; may prioritize
sustainable practices over
pure cost-effectiveness

Driven by
cost-effectiveness and
profit maximization

Stakeholder Priority

Broad range: communities,
employees, environment,
and investors

Primary focus on
shareholders

Success Metrics

A blend of financial and
non-financial metrics,
including social impact and
environmental measures

Primarily financial metrics
(revenue, profit margins,
shareholder returns)




ll. The Veteran Ethos: A Foundation for Social Impact

From Service to Enterprise: A Direct Translation of Skills

The transition from military service to civilian life often leads veterans to entrepreneurship, a
path for which their military training and experience have uniquely prepared them.® Veterans
are trained to be highly disciplined, organized, team-oriented, and strategy-minded.® The
military instills invaluable traits such as hard work, determination, the ability to take initiative,
and a strong sense of responsibility for one’s decisions.® These are not just general skills; they
are the fundamental attributes necessary for a successful venture, and studies show that 93%
of veteran entrepreneurs feel their military skills were instrumental in their business ventures.”

Veterans are also accustomed to operating in fast-paced, high-pressure environments, where
they must make quick decisions and solve complex problems on the fly. This resilience and
ability to overcome adversity are directly transferable to the dynamic and often daunting
landscape of a startup.? While they may face specific obstacles, such as lower loan approval
rates and difficulty obtaining financing compared to their non-veteran peers, their
perseverance is a key asset that helps them surmount these challenges.® The transition to
entrepreneurship offers veterans an opportunity to leverage their personal skills and interests,
gain financial independence, and take control of their career path, which is a powerful
motivator.®

Values in Action: The Moral Compass of the Veteran Entrepreneur

The deep alignment between military values and the principles of social enterprise is a
powerful driver of veteran entrepreneurship. The military profession is described as a "moral
anchor" for its parent society, with its members embodying values essential to the success
and survival of any community, such as honesty, courage, and justice.'® When a veteran
applies these values to a business venture, they are not simply adopting a new ethic; they are
continuing a lifelong mission of service and integrity.

The military value of loyalty, for example, is critical for unit cohesion and fighting
effectiveness.” In a business context, this translates into fostering a sense of loyalty not only
between employers and employees but also between a business and its customers." A loyal



employee is more willing to provide superior service and build personal relationships with
customers, which provides a competitive advantage.'" This reciprocal loyalty builds trust and
can lead to a more productive workforce and a committed customer base."

The concepts of duty and selfless service are particularly resonant with the mission-driven
nature of social enterprise. In the Army, selfless service is defined as repeatedly giving a part
of oneself for the betterment of the nation, the unit, or a fellow soldier." It is more than a
single act of sacrifice; it is a sustained commitment.” This principle is the perfect analog for
the purpose-over-profit ethos of social enterprise. For veteran entrepreneurs, the business
becomes a new “unit," and the social cause it serves becomes the new "mission."” The
inherent desire to serve a purpose larger than oneself, which is at the core of military life,
finds a perfect outlet in a business model that prioritizes social contribution alongside
financial viability.

Furthermore, the military value of respect, which is central to counterinsurgency efforts where
the "battlefield" is the local populace, applies directly to how a business engages with its
community and customers.” Showing respect for the people and their culture is the
cornerstone of winning their trust and support.’ A veteran entrepreneur understands that a
business, like a military unit, cannot succeed without the support and acceptance of the
community it operates within. Finally, integrity—the value of "doing what is right, even when no
one is looking" ""—provides the ethical fortitude to navigate difficult decisions.” A veteran's
ingrained sense of integrity allows them to make "the hard right over the easy wrong" and
build a business founded on trust and ethical practices, a significant advantage in an
environment often marred by corporate scandals.” The direct translation of these values from
military service to mission-driven business ventures explains why veterans are so profoundly
suited to lead in the social enterprise sector.

The following table demonstrates the powerful link between military virtues and their
application in a business context.

Military Value Military Context Business Application
Loyalty Increases fighting Builds a competitive
effectiveness and unit advantage by fostering
cohesion; reciprocal trust trust between employers,
between leaders and employees, and customers;
soldiers ™ leads to a more productive
workforce and committed
customer base "




Duty & Selfless Service

Giving a piece of oneself
repeatedly for the
betterment of the unit or
nation "

The business becomes a
new "unit" and the social
mission becomes the new
"purpose," fulfilling the
inherent desire to serve a
greater good

when no one is looking;
making the "hard right over
the easy wrong" "

Respect Essential for winning the Fosters a strong
trust of local populationsin | relationship with customers
a combat zone; the and the community, which
battlefield is the people, is the cornerstone of
not just the land "' winning support and
building a sustainable
business "
Integrity Doing what is right, even Provides the ethical

compass to build a
trustworthy,
purpose-driven business
that stands in stark
contrast to corporate
scandals "

lll. The Landscape of Veteran Social Entrepreneurship

A Force for Community Prosperity: The Statistical Reality

Veterans and military families are a significant force in the U.S. business landscape,
demonstrating a disproportionately high rate of entrepreneurship. Data from various sources
provides a comprehensive, though sometimes varied, view of their prevalence and impact. In
2021, veterans owned approximately 5.4% of the nation's employer businesses.” A separate
report from 2022 indicates that veterans owned 4.7% of all U.S. employer firms.” Another
analysis from 2023 states that about 14% of small employer businesses were at least partially
veteran-owned, with 6% being fully veteran-owned."®

While these numbers are impressive, a more detailed analysis reveals a critical trend: the




overall rate of veteran business ownership has been in decline. In 2014, veterans owned one
out of every eight businesses, representing 11.0% of all firms. By 2020, this figure had
dropped to 8.1%." This decline is largely attributed to the concentration of business
ownership among an older generation of veterans who are retiring from the workforce."” This
situation creates a compelling need for targeted initiatives to empower a new generation of
veteran entrepreneurs to continue this legacy. The fact that veterans are historically more
likely to be entrepreneurs than non-veterans—with 11% of veterans being entrepreneurs in
2018 compared to 10% of non-veterans '—underscores the potential for reversing this trend
with the right support.

Beyond the raw numbers, the true impact of veteran entrepreneurship lies in its social
orientation. A 2021 survey of military-affiliated entrepreneurs found that a remarkable 45% of
respondents identify as social entrepreneurs.’ This finding is a powerful testament to the
influence of military values on business choice. For entrepreneurs who identify as
socially-minded, "helping society/supporting community" is their fifth most common
motivation for starting a business, a motivation that is not in the top five for their
non-socially-motivated counterparts.” This provides concrete evidence that the values of
duty, selfless service, and mission-first are not just abstract concepts but tangible drivers of
economic and social behavior. Veterans are not simply starting businesses; they are building
purpose-driven ventures that contribute to community prosperity and wellbeing.
Veteran-owned businesses generated an impressive $922 billion in revenue in 2021,
representing 5.3% of the total revenue of all classifiable employer businesses , further
highlighting their significant economic impact.

The following table synthesizes the key data points on veteran entrepreneurship, highlighting
the sources and the trends at play.

Statistic Data Point Source & Year

Veteran-Owned Employer | 5.4% (304,823 of 5,681,118) U.S. Census Bureau, 2022
Firms Annual Business Survey
(2021 data) ™

Veteran-Owned Employer | 4.7% (273,542 of 5.9 U.S. Census Bureau, 2023
Firms million) Annual Business Survey
(2022 data)

Veteran-Owned Small 14% at least partially 2023 Small Business Credit
Employer Businesses owned; 6% fully owned Survey ¢




Veteran Ownership Rate 11.0% in 2014; 8.1% in 2020 | SBA Office of Advocacy
Brief (April 2023) "
Veterans 11% of veterans vs. 10% of Syracuse University
Disproportionately non-veterans (2018) Institute for Veterans and
Entrepreneurs Military Families (IVMF)
(2021)
Social Motivation 45% of military-affiliated IVMF, 2021 National Survey
entrepreneurs identify as of Military-Affiliated
social entrepreneurs Entrepreneurs

Building Bridges, Not Just Businesses: Real-World Impact

The impact of veteran-led social enterprises extends far beyond economic metrics, reaching
into the fabric of communities to address pressing social challenges. These businesses are
not just sources of employment or revenue; they are vehicles for personal healing, community
building, and social change. One veteran, for instance, leveraged his military network to
establish a social enterprise that provides mental health support for veterans struggling with
PTSD." Another powerful example is a veteran-maintained worm farm that provides both
economic and therapeutic opportunities for veterans living with PTSD." This project
demonstrates a circular economy in action, where the farm processes food waste from a local
Veteran Affairs Medical Center and other businesses, creates jobs for veterans, and produces
fertilizer for local farmers."” This initiative shows how a social enterprise can simultaneously
address environmental, economic, and social needs.

Similarly, a coffee shop called the Korner Beehive, founded by two military veterans and best
friends, was established to fill a void in their small hometown of Villa Grove, lllinois.”° The
founders, who had firsthand knowledge of the challenges of transitioning back to civilian life,
wanted to create a community space where everyone felt welcome.?° This mission-driven
approach to business creation highlights how a social enterprise can serve as a vital
community hub, fostering a sense of belonging for veterans and civilians alike.

Beyond formal businesses, veterans are also leading community-level social support
initiatives. The "Veterans Socials" program, for example, is a suicide prevention tool that
provides opportunities for veterans to help one another, foster a sense of belonging, and
connect with resources.?? Research on this initiative shows that it successfully engages an
underserved population, with 41% of participants not using Veterans Affairs (VA) services prior
to attending.?” The events lead to tangible outcomes, with one in four previously unconnected



veterans choosing to access VA care and most attendees building bonds that extend beyond
the weekly gatherings.” These examples collectively illustrate that for many veterans, social
enterprise is not merely a business model; it is a critical component of a healthy and
purposeful transition to civilian life. It addresses the psychological need for mission and
community that is often lost after service, allowing veterans to continue their commitment to
serving the public interest.

IV. A Symbiotic Relationship: The Future of Veteran
Social Enterprise

Challenges and Triumphs: The Support Ecosystem

While the inherent skills and values of veterans make them ideal for entrepreneurship, the
path to success is not without its obstacles. A primary challenge is access to capital, as
veteran-owned businesses have reported lower loan approval rates and difficulty obtaining
requested financing compared to their non-veteran counterparts.® Other hurdles include
finding qualified employees, navigating economic instability, and dealing with irregular
income.” However, veterans are not left to navigate these challenges alone. A robust
ecosystem of government, non-profit, and academic programs has been established to
provide targeted support.

The U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) offers a range of resources, including the Boots
to Business (B2B) training series, which is part of the Department of Defense's Transition
Assistance Program.?® This program and its extensions, such as B2B Reboot and B2B Revenue
Readiness, provide comprehensive training on business fundamentals.” The SBA also funds
specialized training for specific veteran populations, such as the Service-Disabled Veteran
Entrepreneurship Training Program (SDVETP) and the Veteran Women Igniting the Spirit of
Entrepreneurship (V-WISE) program.?

Non-profit and academic institutions also play a pivotal role. The Institute for Veterans and
Military Families (IVMF) at Syracuse University is a national institute dedicated to addressing
the social, economic, and policy issues impacting veterans and their families.?* Its programs,
such as the Entrepreneurship Bootcamp for Veterans (EBV), leverage the infrastructure of
higher education to provide hands-on training in entrepreneurship and small business
management.?® Other organizations like the Veterans Business Outreach Centers (VBOCs)



offer nationwide support through workshops, mentorship, and business plan assistance.' This
comprehensive support network is crucial for helping veterans overcome the initial hurdles of
business ownership and for ensuring the continued growth of veteran-led ventures.

The Path Forward: Recommendations and Implications

The analysis of social enterprise, military values, and veteran entrepreneurship reveals a
powerful and mutually beneficial relationship. The data confirms that veterans are not only
leaders and innovators but are also disproportionately drawn to mission-driven ventures. This
predisposition, combined with their ingrained values of discipline, selfless service, and
integrity, makes them a pivotal force in the growing purpose economy.

The declining rate of veteran business ownership among older generations presents a critical
opportunity to focus on empowering the next wave of veteran entrepreneurs, particularly by
guiding them toward the social enterprise model that aligns so well with their core values.
Investing in veteran social entrepreneurship is not merely an act of goodwill or a form of
charity; it is a strategic and intelligent decision with a high return on social investment. When a
veteran launches a social enterprise, they are simultaneously creating jobs, building
community, addressing social needs, and finding a new sense of purpose in their civilian life.
This multi-faceted impact addresses some of the most pressing challenges facing the veteran
community, from unemployment to mental health.

For foundations, corporations, and government agencies, the path forward is clear: bolster
the existing veteran entrepreneurship ecosystem with a specific focus on social enterprise
development. This includes funding training programs that explicitly integrate social impact
methodologies, providing access to capital for purpose-driven ventures, and raising
awareness of veteran-led social enterprises to encourage consumer support. By championing
this movement, stakeholders can not only help veterans secure a prosperous future but also
leverage their unique leadership and mission-driven ethos to drive innovation and build
stronger, more resilient communities. The veteran social entrepreneur is more than a business
owner; they are a community leader, a problem-solver, and a testament to the enduring power
of purpose.
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